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17. The incarnation (1) – The purpose of the incarnation 

Athanasius, On the Incarnation 

Introduction 

In this session in the Emmanuel Guided Reading Course we’re moving from the doctrine of sin to 

the doctrine of Christ with the first of two sessions on the incarnation. We’ll be reading 

Athanasius, On the Incarnation, which discusses the purpose of the incarnation by considering the 

de-creative effects of sin and our consequent need for renewal in the image of the Creator. In the 

following session we’ll reflect on the nature of the incarnation, the two natures of Christ and so 

on. 

Athanasius was one of the greatest minds of the early church – a theological giant whose writing 

cannot be ignored by anyone serious about getting to grips with historic Christian thought. This 

week’s reading is slightly shorter than in some previous weeks, but don’t be deceived – there are 

fewer words, but they need to be chewed carefully. 

On the Incarnation is available free online at 

http://www.ccel.org/ccel/athanasius/incarnation/formats/On_the_Incarnation.pdf, and hard 

copies will be provided for students formally enrolled on the Guided Reading Course. We won’t be 

reading the whole work – the questions focus on just the first five chapters, though I encourage 

you to read the sixth chapter if you have time. 

Almost as good as Athanasius’ work (though not quite) is C. S. Lewis’s introduction to the St 

Vladimir’s Seminary Press edition. This is also available free online at 

http://www.reformedliterature.com/lewis-incarnation-intro.pdf. It’s well worth reading – if only 

to hear Lewis’s reminder of the immense value of reading old books – though we probably won’t 

have time to discuss it at length during the tutorial. 

The questions focus on just chapters I-IV (sections 1-25), though you may find it helpful to read 

chapter V also. If you’re pressed for time, omit the questions marked with a *. 

Questions for reflection 

i. If Adam had not sinned, would God the Son have become incarnate? Why or why not? 

ii. Has Jesus achieved anything since his incarnation that is not directly related to dealing with the 

consequences of sin? (You might like to take a look at Genesis 1:26-28; Psalm 8; Hebrews 1:1-2; 

2:5-8.) 

iii. “Jesus died with his arms outstretched, showing his desire to draw all men to himself.” What do 

you think of this kind of exegesis? 
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Study questions 

Chapter I 

1. Why, according to Athanasius, was the Word of God “manifested in a human body” (section 1)? 

2. What three “opinions” about “the making of the universe and the creation of all things” does 

Athanasius discuss in section 2? What do you make of his critique of these three views? 

3. What does Athanasius believe would have happened to Adam and Eve if they had not sinned 

(section 3)? Do you agree? What biblical evidence might be relevant? 

For reflection: Would the Word of God have become incarnate if man had not sinned? Why or why  

not? What do you think Athanasius would have said? 

4. What does Athanasius mean when he says that fallen man was “[turning] back again according 

to their nature” (section 4)? Can you think of any biblical evidence to support what Athanasius 

says here? 

5. “The presence and love of the Word had called them into being; inevitably, therefore when they 

lost the knowledge of God, they lost existence with it” (section 4). Can you explain Athanasius’ 

argument here? (See also section 5.) 

Chapter II 

6. Can you explain clearly and precisely the nature of “the divine dilemma” (section 6)?  

7. Why would repentance have been an inadequate remedy (section 7)? 

For reflection: Can you think how this aspect of Athanasius’ argument might be helpful in 

apologetics and evangelism? 

8. How did the incarnation solve “the divine dilemma” (section 8-9)? 

For reflection: Athanasius returns to this point repeatedly in the following chapters, often in very 

thought-provoking ways. Make a note of them as you go along. 

9. What place does the resurrection have in Athanasius’ explanation of the work of Christ (section 

9; see also section 22)? Do you find this persuasive? What biblical data might be relevant? 

10. “The solidarity of mankind is such that, by virtue of the Word’s indwelling in a single human 

body, the corruption which death has lost its power over all” (section 9). What do you think of 

Athanasius argument here?  

11. What do you make of Athanasius’ use of biblical data in section 10? 

Chapter III 

*12. “When God the Almighty was making mankind,” what limitation did he perceive in them 

(section 11)? How did he resolve this (section 11)? How did man respond to this act of divine grace 

(section2 11-12)? 

*13. What did God do “in face of this dehumanising of mankind” (section 13; cf. section 14)? 

14. Why, according to Athanasius, was it so beneficial for us that God “became Himself an object 

for [our] senses” (section 15)? Do you agree with Athanasius here? Why or why not? 

15. Why did Christ not “offer [his] sacrifice on behalf of all the moment he came” (section 16)?  

16. What “paradox” does Athanasius discuss in sections 17-18? 
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Chapter IV 

17. Can you identify the different reasons why, according to Athanasius, Jesus died a public rather 

than a private death (sections 21-25)? 

*18. Do you agree with Athanasius that Christ’s body “did not see corruption” (section 21)? Why? 

What implications, if any, does this have for Jesus’ human nature? 

19. On what basis does Athanasius conclude that there is “no excuse … for those who would divide 

the church” (section 24)? What do you think of his argument here? 

20. What significance does Athanasius perceive in the outstretched arms of the crucified Christ, 

and in the fact that Jesus was “lifted up” on a cross (section 25)? 

For reflection: How do you feel about exegesis like this? 

If you have time, read chapter V too, though we probably won’t have time to discuss it in the 

tutorial. 

 


